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ABSTRACT
Strazzullo, Gianluca. D.M.A. The University of Memphis. December 2019.
The Contributions of Sigismund Thalberg and Vincenzo Vitale to the Neapolitan Piano School.
Major Professor: Dr. Janet Page.
The purpose of this dissertation is to shed light upon the world-famous concert pianists
Sigismund Thalberg and Vincenzo Vitale and their vital contributions to one of Europe’s most
acclaimed musical movements of the nineteenth century: the Neapolitan Piano School. The
introductory chapter explores the musical ambiance in Naples before and during Thalberg’s time
there. The second chapter contains Thalberg’s biography. The following chapter discusses
Thalberg’s technical style and provides a brief analytical discussion on the Fantaisie sur les
motifs de “Moïse en Egypte” de Rossini, Op. 33. L’Art du Chant appliqué au piano is analyzed
in chapter 4, uncovering the cornerstones for the development of the Neapolitan Piano School.
Chapter 5 examines the pivotal role of Vincenzo Vitale, who is considered the last worldrenowned pedagogue of the school. With the concluding chapter, this study aims to elucidate and
bring attention to the work of these forgotten geniuses, who fathered perhaps the most
prestigious piano school in Western Europe.

v

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Chapter

Page

List of Musical Examples

vii

List of Figures

ix

1.

Introduction

1

2.

Sigismund Thalberg: Biography

5

3.

Technique

16

4.

L’Art du Chant appliqué au piano, Op. 70

32

5.

Vincenzo Vitale

57

6.

Conclusion

71

Bibliography

74

vi

LIST OF MUSICAL EXAMPLES
3.1. Moïse en Egypte, Act III. “Dal tuo stellate soglio,” vocal score

25

3.2. Fantaisie sur “Moïse en Egypte.” mm. 1-12

26

3.3. Fantaisie sur “Moïse en Egypte.” mm. 260-65

27

3.4. Robert Schumann, Drei Romanzen Op. 28, mm. 1-7

30

3.5. Franz Liszt, Trois étude de Concert, S.144, “Un Sospiro,” mm. 56-63

31

4.1. Il mio tesoro intanto, mm. 88-89

34

4.2. Lo, The Star of Eve is Glancing, mm. 14-20

36

4.3a. Ludwig van Beethoven, Adelaide Op. 46, mm. 12-21

40

4.3b. “Adelaide,” mm. 10-19

41

4.4a. Ludwig van Beethoven, Adelaide Op. 46, mm. 1-14

42

4.4b. Adelaide, mm. 1-7

43

4.5a. Ludwig van Beethoven, Adelaide Op. 46, mm. 44-52

44

4.5b. Adelaide, mm.46-52

44

4.6. Tre Giorni, Air de Pergolesi, mm. 18-25

45

4.7. Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini, mm. 10-18

47

4.8. Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini, mm. 1-7

48

4.9. Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini, mm. 18-29

48

4.10. Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini, mm. 52-58

49

4.11. Pietà, Signore, mm. 12-23

50

4.12. Lacrymosa, mm. 1-4

51

4.13. Il mio Tesoro intanto, mm. 7-13

52

4.14. Perchè mi guardi e piangi, mm. 21-24

53

vii

4.15. Le Meunier et le Torrent, mm. 1-11

54

4.16. Del silenzio, fra l’orror, mm. 24-32

55

4.17. Del silenzio, fra l’orror, mm. 53-54

55

4.18. Del silenzio, fra l’orror, mm. 76-87

56

5.1. Four fingers warm-up exercises

64

5.2. Five fingers warm-up exercises

65

5.3. Preparatory warm-up exercises for double note mechanism

66

5.4. Held notes warm-up exercises

67

viii

LIST OF FIGURES
2.1. Burial Chapel

14

2.2. Statue of Thalberg

15

3.1. Caricature of Franz Liszt

17

3.2. Caricature of Sigismund Thalberg

18

5.1. The Neapolitan Piano School. Historical recreation

70

ix

CHAPTER 1
NAPLES, CENTER OF OPERATIC PIANISM?
The role of the city of Naples has been one of high prestige in the history of music. The
artistic contribution of composers of the Parthenopean region materialized through the creation
of new musical genres, including the Villanella, the Tarantella, and the classic Neapolitan song.
Other genres such as the Intermezzo and Opera Seria were enriched by new musical ideas
derived from the Neapolitan popular tradition. The Settecento was, undoubtedly, a time of
artistic lavishness—especially within the city walls and its provinces—linked to the musical
activities of the many conservatories in town, to the astounding architecture of the leading opera
house, Il Teatro Regio di San Carlo, and the training of excellent instrumentalists and singers.
Consequently, the city of Naples prepared the ground for a glorious school of keyboardinstrument playing that competes in the pedagogical field with the more famous Russian school
to this very day.1
We could say the school was perhaps already in the making by end of the beginning of
the eighteenth century thanks to the contribution of Domenico Scarlatti. Scarlatti was the bestknown harpsichord virtuoso of his time and a composer with extraordinary creative imagination.
He was the author of 555 sonatas for the instrument, written between approximately 1719 and
1757, in which there are apparent predictions of future pianistic writing, as well as virtuosic
exaltation of preexisting Baroque technical elements, such as hand-crossing, trills, repeated
notes, rapid scales and arpeggios. Scarlatti was appointed Master of the Royal Chapel by João
V, King of Portugal, in 1719, becoming the music teacher of Princess Maria Barbara. Prior to his

1

Anna Maria Siena Chianese “La Napoli musicale di Rosario Ruggero una leggenda che non deve
svanire.” Napoli.com, August 5, 2016, accessed August 5, 2019,
http://www.napoli.com/viewarticolo.php?articolo=42377.

1

appointment, Scarlatti had already composed approximately fifty sonatas, while studying in
Naples and Venice. Scarlatti’s sonatas represent a transitional genre between the Baroque
keyboard music and the Stile galante. They combine strong dance-like rhythms, pertaining to
Spanish traditions, and melancholic melodies in the style of Neapolitan operatic melodies.2
In the last three decades of the Settecento, Niccoló Jommelli, Domenico Cimarosa, and
Giovanni Paisiello enhanced the thriving Neapolitan musical culture through the composition of
music inspired by the fortepiano—which Mozart, especially, and Haydn were promoting as the
main keyboard instrument—and many chamber and sacred works. Mozart himself performed
keyboard music publicly at the Conservatorio della Pietà de Turchini and in the Cappella
Palatina di Portici. During his visit to Naples in May of 1770 he was highly impressed by the
artistry of Paisiello and Cimarosa and assimilated the vibrant and unique compositional style of
the two musicians. This style is clearly traceable in his operatic output, especially in the Italian
operas Le Nozze di Figaro, Don Giovanni, and Cosí fan tutte.3 Naples remained the most
important musical center of southern Italy until the middle of the nineteenth century. The 1850s
were not particularly vibrant and fetching of durable initiatives. The focus of all music activities
was the theater, as in the rest of Italy, and the melodramma was the most popular musical genre.4
In 1852 the Gazzetta Musicale di Napoli was born under a conservative climate of
cultural expression. Instrumental music, commonly referred to as “Musica Tedesca,” was

2

Robert White, “The Mercurial Maestro of Madrid,” theguardian.com, July 20, 2007, accessed August 5,
2019, https://www.theguardian.com/music/2007/jul/20/classicalmusicandopera2.
3

Alessia Mancini, “Mozart a Napoli, la storia della vacanza partenopea del celebre compositore austriaco,”
vocedinapoli.it, January 5, 2017, accessed July 15, 2019, https://www.vocedinapoli.it/2017/01/05/mozart-a-napolila-storia-della-vacanza-partenopea-del-celebre-compositore-austriaco.
4

Daniela Macchione, “Sigismund Thalberg: L’Arte di “ben cantare” al pianoforte” (PhD diss., Università
degli Studi di Roma “La Sapienza,” 1999), 48.

2

ignored after an unsuccessful attempt to regenerate a dull musical society by promoting the great
repertoire of chamber music. Only after the year 1860 did the musical life in Naples became
more captivating. In 1863, a secretary at the Conservatorio S. Pietro a Majella by the name of
Ferdinando Bonamici founded a small musical academy with the intent of performing
instrumental music. This small ensemble, known as the Circolo Bonamici, promoted the first
Italian musical congress, but the time and the national spirit were not yet mature enough to
ensure its sustainability.5 However, the interconnection between keyboard music and Italian
opera strengthened as early as the 1830s, when the two distinctly different forms of classical
music became associated all over Europe. Italian and French audiences, especially, became
obsessed with the bel canto arias by Gioacchino Rossini, Vincenzo Bellini, and Gaetano
Donizetti, and were eager to hear such melodies on and off the stage, either in their proper form
or transcribed for the piano.
The Parisian piano world of the time, which included virtuosi such as Franz Liszt, Henri
Herz, Friederich Kalkbrenner, Johann Peter Pixis, and Sigismund Thalberg, became accustomed
to performing those transcriptions during piano recitals. Paraphrasing the most loved Italian
arias provided an excellent opportunity for rising young pianists to boost their concert careers.
Also, it meant artists of charismatic personalities were able to establish a passionate performerlistener connection which translated often into extraordinary success.6
The intent of this dissertation is to examine the roles of Sigismund Thalberg and
Vincenzo Vitale, hoping to emphasize their contributions to the development of the Neapolitan
Piano School, and to interest a greater number of pianists, pedagogues, and listeners by exploring

5

Sergio Martinotti, Ottocento strumentale italiano (Bologna: Forni Editore, 1972), 164.

6

Ian Glenn Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg (1812-1817), Forgotten Piano Virtuoso: His Career and
Musical Contributions” (PhD diss., Ohio State University, 1991), 27-30.

3

materials that have been misunderstood and almost entirely forgotten in the world of classical
music.

4

CHAPTER 2
SIGISMUND THALBERG
Biography
Sigismund Thalberg was surely one of the most acclaimed and loved pianist of this time. He was
born in Pâquis, a tiny community outside Geneva, Switzerland in 1812.1 Very little is known
concerning his birth. He was said to be the illegitimate son of Count Moritz Dietrichstein and
Baroness von Wetzlar. Thalberg was raised as a child of the aristocracy and he was granted a
well-rounded education. By the age of ten, he was studying in Vienna with the intent to become
a diplomat, and in 1822 his family enrolled young Sigismund at the Polytechnic School, where
he excelled in geography and showed an interest in military subjects. This is where he
befriended Napoléon François Joseph Charles Bonaparte, Duke of Reichstadt, son of the
Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte.2 The young Swiss became quickly fluent in German, Italian,
French, and English. These languages proved to be indispensable during his extensive career
throughout Europe, and the Americas. Thalberg studied theory and composition with Simon
Sechter, a Viennese composer and theorist, and developed his piano technique under the
guidance of Johann Nepomuk Hummel.3 Young Thalberg displayed a rare talent at the keyboard
and by the age of thirteen he was already performing in the homes of Viennese aristocracy.
In 1826, Thalberg moved to London, where he studied with renowned composer and
pedagogue Ignaz Moscheles until 1835. By the mid 1820s he was concertizing regularly in

1
Unless otherwise noted, this biography is based on Grove Music Online, s.v. “Thalberg, Sigismund,” by
Roger Wangermee, http://oxfordmusiconline.com, accessed June 17, 2019.
2

Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 5.

3

Moritz Rosenthal, “The Old and New School of Piano Playing,” Journal of the American Liszt Society 18
(December 1985): 129-32.

5

Austria, Germany, and England, where he premiered his one and only piano concerto. During
his performances, Thalberg sat rigidly at the piano maintaining a composed position displaying
little physical motion.4 Moscheles noted that Thalberg acquired his attitude of self-control by
smoking a Turkish pipe while practicing his exercises; the length of the tube was perfectly
calculated and allowed him to keep erect and motionless. Thalberg conducted himself as a
gentleman on and off the stage and took pride in reflecting his aristocratic background. He was
often gifted with honorary decorations by the European royalty, as well as properties and jewels.5
Also, he understood and respected the role of publicity. At the end of every performance,
Thalberg would purposely leave a white glove on the piano, aware that many young women
would invade the stage and fight over it.6 Robert Schumann wrote: “if anybody were to criticize
Thalberg, all the girls in Germany, France, and the other European countries would rise up in
arms. Thalberg was a God when he seats himself at the piano.”7
In 1835 Thalberg travelled to Paris to study with Friederich Kalkbrenner and Johann
Peter Pixis. The Swiss pianist made his public debut in the French capital in 1836 and, several
months later, his concert at the Théàtre-Italien was sold out. According to the press and—more
specifically—the journal Le Ménestrel, Thalberg’s recital became the highest attended piano
event in Paris to that point in time. Thalberg was already making a name for himself in the
French press, which described him as a distinguished composer. However, Franz Liszt attended

4

Daniel L. Hitchcock, program notes to Operatic Piano, Michael Ponti, piano (VoxBox, 4716350472,

5

Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 8.

1991).

6

Grove Music Online, s.v. “Moscheles, Ignaz,” by Jerome Roche and Henry Roche,
http://oxfordmusiconline.com, accessed July 2, 2019.
7

Harold Schonberg, The Great Pianists (New York: Simon and Schuster Books, 1963), 184.

6

the performance and after hearing Thalberg’s Grand Fantasy in B minor Op. 22, he wrote a
review in the Gazette Musicale de Paris in May 1836 stating:
Not only is it one of the most pretentiously empty and mediocre works we know, but
again is a supremely monotonous thing and therefore supremely boring. Arpeggios,
everywhere arpeggios and nothing but arpeggios! . . . With all the best will in the world, I
can find nothing original or charming in all 21 pages of Opus 22. Impotence and
monotony, that is what we find in the final analysis in the publications of Monsieur
Thalberg.8
Nevertheless, Thalberg was also acclaimed by the French press as the greatest living
pianist. Following the concert at the Théàtre-Italien, the Parisian audience divided into two
factions: the “Lisztians,” supporting the review of the Hungarian virtuoso, and championed by
the French composer Hector Berlioz, and the “Thalbergians” defending the Swiss pianist and
supported by François-Joseph Fétis.9 Consequently, his fame spread quickly and, much to
Liszt’s disappointment, Thalberg was invited to compose the official piano paraphrase of
Giacomo Meyerbeer’s popular grand opera Les Huguenots. It was a tremendous honor.
Meanwhile, Liszt’s frustration grew exponentially. In a letter he wrote to George Sand, he
complained about Thalberg’s compositions, stating he would undertake an in-depth and
conscientious study of his rival’s output.10
Thalberg never seemed bothered by Liszt’s negative publicity. Only on one occasion did
he respond to the harsh criticism. When he was asked to perform a recital alongside Liszt, he
fervently replied “I do not like to be accompanied.”11 As the rivalry escalated in the press,

8

Franz Liszt, “Revue Critique,” Revue et Gazette Musicale de Paris 4, no. 2 (January 8, 1837): 18-19.

9

Grove Music Online, s.v. “Sigismund Thalberg,” by Robert Wangermée, http://oxfordmusiconline.com,
accessed July 3, 2019.
10

Schonberg, The Great Pianists, 171.

11

Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 67.

7

Thalberg was invited by a professor at the Conservatoire de Paris to perform three of his
paraphrases before an audience of four hundred students. In response, Liszt rented the opera
house in Paris, with a seating capacity of three thousand people, and performed a recital on his
own. The rivalry had its showdown on the evening of March 31, 1837, when an Italian Princess
by the name of Cristina Belgiojoso, an exile in Paris, brought the two pianists to perform on the
very same stage.
The Princess was famous in Paris for the lavish parties she gave and her extravagant
personality. She was known to often faint at the opera house and was arrested for hiding the
corpse of a lover in her closet.12 In the Gazette Musicale the following appeared: “the greatest
interest will be without question the simultaneous appearance of two talents whose rivalry at this
time agitates the musical world, and is like the indecisive balance between Rome and
Carthage.”13 Liszt performed the Grande Fantaisie sur des motifs de “Niobe” de Pacini while
Thalberg played his Fantaisie sur les motifs de “Moïse en Egypte” de Rossini. The performers
stunned the audience, showcasing unprecedented virtuosity at the piano. After the concert, both
artists were acclaimed victorious, but historians have perhaps wrongly portrayed Liszt as the
actual winner.14
Thalberg enjoyed a successful career over the next thirty years and his compositions were
often performed by many other famous pianists, like Clara Schumann, who periodically included
Thalberg’s paraphrases in her recital programs. Robert Schumann was fascinated by the

12

Steven Mayer, program notes to Liszt versus Thalberg, Steven Mayer, piano (London, ASV Digital, CD
DCA 778, 1991).
13

Schonberg, The Great Pianists, 174.

14

Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 70.

8

Fantaisie sur les motifs de “Moïse en Egypte.” He wrote: “This fantasia was certainly written in
one of the happiest moments of drawing-room inspiration. The fantasia has really many valuable
passages, to which even a connoisseur can listen with pleasure for some minutes. Its climax
displays tact and experience.”15 Generally, Schumann always gifted Thalberg with careful
criticism, considering that his original compositions never reached the same level of success of
his operatic transcriptions.
The Swiss pianist was also praised by Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy in a letter from 1840.
In this letter, Mendelssohn proclaimed Thalberg the greatest piano virtuoso of the century.
Mendelssohn was greatly impressed by the pianist’s virtuosic “three-handed technique,” which
Mendelssohn later featured in his Etude in B flat minor Op. 104 No.1.16 In 1845, Princess
Belgiojoso engaged some of the greatest pianists in Europe for a concert, and she chose Frédéric
Chopin, Franz Liszt, Carl Czerny, Henri Herz, Johann Peter Pixis, and Sigismund Thalberg.
Fétis wrote in the Biographie Universelle des musiciens that Thalberg was the pianist capable of
incorporating the methods of the piano school of Muzio Clementi, and the pianists harmonistes
of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and Ludwig van Beethoven.17
Thalberg concertized all over Eastern and Western Europe, as well as Russia. He was
also the first renowned concert pianist to cross the Atlantic Ocean to perform in the United
States, making his New York debut in 1856. The American tour covered seventy-five cities and
lasted until July 1858. Thalberg made a fortune performing a total of 77 recitals in New York,

15

E. Keith Chambers, “Sigismund Thalberg: The Three-Hand Method and Piano Techniques of his operatic
Paraphrases” (DMA diss., University of Houston, 2004): 9.
16

Felix Mendelssohn, Letters of Felix Mendelssohn to Ignaz and Charlotte Moscheles, translated and
edited by Felix Moscheles (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1970), 203.
17

Maria Rose, “Helen de Montgeroult and the Art of Singing Well on the Piano,” Women in Music 5
(2001): 123.

9

26 in Boston, 20 in Philadelphia, 14 in Canada, 9 in St. Louis, 8 in Cincinnati, and 2 in
Columbus.18 Following a vibrant performance in the capital of the State of Massachusetts, the
Boston Post proclaimed: “Rarely has the omni-ambient aether pervading the purlieus of the
palatial metropolis vibrated resonant to more majestic music, to more soothing strains, than
sought the cerulean empyrean vault, ‘as the bee flieth,’ on Saturday morn from the digitals of the
gifted Sigismund.”19 Although he was always careful to include works of other famous
composers of his time in his recitals, the audiences paid money to experience Thalberg’s threehanded technique, and it was a matter of great pride for the pianist. He was always happy to
showcase his operatic paraphrases.
Between December 1863 and January 1864, the Swiss-born pianist settled in Posillipo—a
residential quarter located alongside the northern coast of the Gulf of Naples where he spent the
remaining years of his life. Posillipo, also known as the Greek Pausilipon (the place where pain
never stays), still today evokes the memory of what once was a famous place of delights in the
world. In Posillipo, Thalberg owned two homes. He had bought the villa of his deceased fatherin-law Luigi Lablache, a Neapolitan opera singer of French origin and a great interpreter of
Rossini’s operas. At the time of his residence in Paris, Thalberg had been taking voice lessons
for several years with the famous voice teacher Manuel Garcia, a close friend of Lablache, and
pedagogue at Conservatoire de Paris.20

18

Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 16.

19

Schonberg, The Great Pianists, 188.

20

Vincenzo Vitale, Il Pianoforte a Napoli nell’ Ottocento (first edition, September 1983, reprint, December
1985, Naples: Bibliopolis., 1985), 22.

10

Villa Lablache had well-maintained vegetation, with many pine and orange trees, and a
special soil enriched by the volcanic activity in the region. Thalberg took long and restful
holidays at the Villa between his intense concert engagements, where he mostly enjoyed working
in the vineyard, to which the composer devoted a great amount of his time. Ironically, Lablache
and Thalberg discussed several wine-growing techniques at Casa Rossini, in Passy. He also
brought some new vines from France—a country he had visited frequently throughout his
career—which he experimented with and nurtured with great success, winning a medal at the
Exposition Universelle in 1867.21 The pianist left Posillipo several times to concertize first in
London, then in Paris, and finally in Brazil. He always came back joyously to work in the
vineyard. In addition, Thalberg owned a Palazzo on a hill overlooking the gulf in the city center
of Naples, called Pizzofalcone. Although it was rumored he had no piano at Villa Lablache, it is
certain Thalberg had at least one instrument at the Palazzo in Pizzofalcone where he kept an
intense and rewarding teaching schedule.22 At the Palazzo, Thalberg renewed the fervent
atmosphere cherished in Paris where the pianist would often perform, to the amazement of the
his pupils, some of his most intimate compositions such as Pensées musicales and Les soirées de
Pausilippe, as well as Mozart’s, Clementi’s, and Beethoven’s sonatas.23
Two works of Thalberg are closely linked to the city of Naples: Les soirées de
Pausilippe, composed in Posillipo, and L’Art du chant appliqué au Piano, published in Naples
for the Societá Musicale Italiana. Les soirées de Pausilippe, subtitled Hommage à Rossini,
contains delicate and elegant pages. The work is a combination of Felix Mendelssohn’s Songs

21

Ibid.

22

Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 18.

23

Vitale, Il Pianoforte a Napoli nell’Ottocento, 23.

11

Without Words and the Albumblatt by Robert Schumann. The pieces are conceived in the style
of the Lied and contain no virtuosic elements, unlike Thalberg’s previous operatic transcriptions.
They are short compositions with the intent of experimenting with the singing timbres of the
piano, rather than showcasing brilliant technical passages. The inspiration for this work came,
undoubtedly, from two very different sources: nature and the popular dances of the Neapolitan
tradition. Many of the twenty-four pieces are constructed upon rhythms of barcarolle and
tarantella while the thematic materials absorb the most melancholic character of the Neapolitan
sound.24 In Les Soirées and L’Art du Chant Thalberg departed from the norms of virtuosic
playing by his controlled approach. Clara Schumann praised Thalberg’s amazing control,
achieved through a physical motion which enabled him to leave an impression of absolute
calmness.25 In the preface to L’Art du Chant, Thalberg explained he relied on the muscles of his
upper arm only for force and confined his technique mainly to the finger, hand, wrist and lowerarm muscles.
In 1864, the Marquis Domenico Tupputi, one of Thalberg’s closest friends, proposed to
have the pianist appointed to the Conservatorio di S. Pietro a Majella. However, his attempt was
rejected after all because the strict regulations did not allow foreigners to serve as faculty. But in
1865 the institution made an exception and, after months of deliberations, offered him a teaching
position, which Thalberg proudly refused. He would often visit the students at S. Pietro a
Majella and also continued to teach privately at Pizzofalcone.26 The pianist was visited by many
promising French and German students such as Godefroid, Döhler, Prudent, and Goria. Among
24

Ibid., 27.

25

John N. Burk, Clara Schumann: A Romantic Biography (New York: Random House, 1940), 150.

26

Vincenzo Vitale, “Sigismondo Thalberg a Posillipo,” Nuova Rivista Musicale Italiana (OctoberDecember, 1972): 504.

12

these talented pupils, Thalberg favored a young pianist by the name of Beniamino Cesi, whom
spent many years alongside the old master studying the foundations of his pianistic mechanism.
Cesi was the first pianist to perform in public the infamous Beethoven Sonata Op. 106
“Hammerklavier” in Italy, and later boasted the glory of becoming Professor of Piano at the
prestigious Conservatory in Saint Petersburg, Russia. He was invited by Nikolai Rubinstein, the
younger brother of Russia’s best-known pianist of the time, Anton Rubinstein, and one of the
leading teachers at the conservatory. Both Rubinstein brothers developed a sincere friendship
with Beniamino Cesi during his time in Saint Petersburg and worked closely teaching piano
lessons and concertizing until 1891, when Cesi returned to Italy.27
Thalberg was a particularly attentive musician to the ambitious problem of realizing the
character of sounds peculiar to the human voice, like vibrato, at the piano. Also, his intent to
overcome the inherent limits of the instrument is clearly apparent in his dramatic elaborations of
operatic repertoire, which he collected in a treatise and entitled L’Art du chant appliqué au
piano.28 The Neapolitan piano school is based on this critical fundamental principle. Thalberg
composed a piano concerto, a piano trio, several sets of art songs, and approximately thirty
operatic paraphrases. In the mid 1850s, Thalberg set his heart to an opera, entitled Florinda,
which premiered in London in July 1851. But, unfortunately, it was not hailed by the press nor
the audience. In June 1855 the composer presented his second and last opera, Christina di
Svezia, which resulted in a bigger disappointment than his previous one. His paraphrases are
considered his best-known works but are rarely played by concert pianists of today. Thalberg
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died on April 27th, 1871 after a long battle with respiratory problems. Ian Hominick reported
that, according to Russian conductor Nicolas Slonimsky, following Thalberg’s death his wife
was disconsolate.29 Francesca had his body embalmed and placed in a seated position in his
working room for several days. Later, she allowed his burial in the family chapel at the Cimitero
Monumentale di Napoli shown in figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1. Burial chapel of Sigismund Thalberg. Cimitero Monumentale di Napoli.
Photo Credit: Federico Strazzullo.
29

Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 19.
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In 1873, the street on which Thalberg was born in Paquis was renamed Rue Sigismond
Thalberg, and a monument in his honor was erected in Posillipo (figure 2.2). His contribution to
classical music and culture in Naples was quickly forgotten, but today there is a new interest
thanks to the many activities of the Centro Studi Internaionale Sigismund Thalberg, founded in
Naples in June 1996 by Princess di Strongoli Francesca Ferrara Pignatelli and the pianist
Francesco Nicolosi.

Figure 2.2. Statue of Sigismund Thalberg built in Naples, Italy, 1873.
Photo Credit: Federico Strazzullo.
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CHAPTER 3
TECHNIQUE
Sigismund Thalberg was educated according to the highest standards of the European
aristocracy but never displayed its most arrogant mannerisms. He always charmed his audiences
with his air of elegant sophistication and gained great favor because of his stage presence and
demeanor. Following Thalberg’s first performance in Paris, pianist Heinrich Heine wrote that
his performance appeared to be lavish and decorous, without any grimaces and brashness. He
always appeared perfectly groomed and dressed in the fashion of a gentleman
artist.1 Throughout the nineteenth century, many acclaimed performers enriched their
performances with dramatic gestures and theatrical body movements. Franz Liszt was frequently
described tossing back his long hair on stage, quivering his lips, and palpitating his nostrils2
(Figure 3.1). American writer James Huneker wrote a compelling comparison between the
different styles of Thalberg and Franz Liszt stating:
Liszt’s attitude at the piano, like that of a pythoness, has been remarked again and again
… he swept the auditorium with the glance of a smiling master … There was nothing of
the kind about Thalberg. He was the gentleman artist, a perfect union of talent and
propriety. He seemed to have taken it for his rule to be the exact opposite of his rival.
He entered noiselessly; I might almost say without disturbing the air. After a dignified
greeting that seemed a trifle cold in manner … The piece began, not a gesture, not a
change of countenance! Not a glance towards the audience! If the applause was
enthusiastic, a respectful inclination of the head was his only response. His emotion …
betrayed itself only by a violent rush of blood to the head, coloring his ears, his face and
his neck …3
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Max Graf, Composer and Critic: Two Hundred Years of Musical Criticism (New York: Norton, 1946),
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Figure 3.1. Caricature of Franz Liszt by János Janko, 1873. Accessed, July 15, 2019.
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/37788084343006396
Thalberg, instead, was always very contained and elegant in his motions, entirely focused on the
music, as shown in figure 3.2. His performances lacked that outrageous audacity that often
would cover up artists’ inner insecurities. So his intent to be in complete opposition to rival
pianists became his legacy. Thalberg entered the stage quietly and addressed his audience in a
dignified manner. He would then sit at the piano as though upon an ordinary chair and begin his

17

performance without a gesture, never looking toward the audience. Moreover, he never seemed
carried away by his music.4

Figure 3.2. Caricature of Thalberg. “Dédicace autogr. De l’auteur ‘Louis ? à Thalberg.”
Fonds du Conservatoire. Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris.
Composer-performers had a limited repertoire in the nineteenth century if compared to
the pianists of our time, and they were often expected to perform their original compositions. It
is essential to consider that touring artists needed more extended time for their travels and were
very limited in their practice and composing sessions. Performances of original compositions

4

Arthur Loesser, Men, Women and Pianos (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1954), 372.

18

allowed the audience to be exposed to many new works and boosted sales of sheet music and
concerts tickets dramatically. It all played a crucial role in the financial well-being of a traveling
performer.5 Andrew Minor noted that, during his North American tour, Thalberg performed a
total of forty-five different solos in New York City, of which forty-one were his own
compositions.6 Musical performances would often include a large number of artists and, on
some occasions, poetry readings and comedians.7 Throughout the tour, Thalberg shared the
concert stage with the famous Italian contralto Madame d’Angri, violinist Henri Vieuxtemps,
and American star Louis Moreau Gottschalk.
In the middle of the nineteenth century, Mozart and Beethoven’s piano compositions
were scarcely performed during recitals. However, Thalberg paid great respect to the repertoire
of the masters. He regularly performed works by Johann Sebastian Bach, sonatas and concerti of
Beethoven, and selected works by Chopin, Mendelssohn, and Liszt. Thalberg had published
pedagogical editions of Muzio Clementi’s Gradus ad Parnassum and Johann Sebastian Bach’s
Well-Tempered Clavier, which became popular among teachers and pupils all over Europe.8 But
this aspect of his repertoire did not stand out to everyone. Richard Hoffman, an American
critique and pianist wrote about Thalberg’s repertoire:
Thalberg was wise enough to avoid all compositions which he felt did not belong to his
particular genre: he did not encroach upon the classics, and consequently he never scored
any failures. He knew his limitations, but he did not allow others to discover them. He
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was satisfied to be successful in his own compositions which still remain the best operatic
transcriptions extant.9
The middle of the nineteenth century was also defined as the age of virtuoso, and several factors
contributed to this statement. The predominant aspect was, perhaps, the development of piano
technique–since the latest Beethoven sonatas—and the innovations of piano technology. The
repertoire of Chopin, Schumann, and Liszt demanded new piano techniques: predominant
singing qualities, refined pedal techniques, and bravura playing that required the instrument to
serve as an orchestra.10 The keyboard’s range was expanded from six to seven octaves, the
hammer’s deer leather wrapping was replaced by felts, and steel plates and braces reinforced
frames. The more extensive range and the quicker action, paired with a much warmer sonority,
allowed many more possibility for the skillful hands of the pianist and offered more
opportunities to composers.11 Also, the French piano factory Erard introduced the revolutionary
double-escapement action in 1821, which granted a faster repetition of notes.12
Thalberg was fond of this new mechanism. In 1851, he described—in his section on pianos—
this instrument in the Crystal Palace annual fair of keyboard instrument report (also known as
Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations), in lengthy detail:13
To give an idea of the degree of the perfection attained at the present day in the
construction of the piano, we will describe one of the grand pianos in the Exhibition.
This instrument is 8 ½ feet in length, and 4 ½ feet in its greatest width; its frame is of
enormous strength, compared with the instruments of former times, being heavily braced
9
Richard Hoffmann, Some Musical Recollections of Fifty Years (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1910), 128-29.
10

Cynthia Adams Hoover, “The Steinways and Their Pianos in the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of the
American Musical Instrument Society 7 (1982): 49.
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with wood below the strings, having a complete system of metallic bracing above the
strings, firmly abutted, and consisting of longitudinal bars let into metal at each end and
having the curved side formed of separate pieces glued together in a mould to insure to
insure durability and fixedness of form. Its sounding board extends to the frame on steel,
and of wire so thick that the tension necessary to bring them to the proper pitch produces
an aggregate strain equal to at least twelve tons weight, while they are passed through
studs drilled into the metal wrest plank, thus giving the strings an upbearing position,
which prevents the slightest displacement of the point of contact by any force of the
hammers; and the system of placing the strings on the instrument, determined by accurate
acoustic experiments, cause them to be struck by the hammer at that precise nodical point
which produces the freest and clearest tone. The compass is extended to seven octaves
from A to A. [The action is] a beautiful example of complex leverage in the mechanism
which connects the key and the hammer. . . . The action is indeed so perfect, particularly
in its power of delicate repetition, that if any note is missed in execution upon on it, it is
the fault of the player and not of the instrument. . . . An immense difference of volume of
tone and of effect is produced by the manner of touching the keys and by the use of the
pedals, especially upon an instrument of great power, fine quality of tone, and delicate
mechanism in the action.14
The French capital quickly became the center of the world for classical musicians. Italian
opera had an unprecedented success among the Parisians and paraphrases based on popular Bel
canto arias quickly flourished during piano recitals. Pianist-composers including Liszt and
Thalberg used the melodious tunes of lyrical operas and created their arrangements. By
exploiting music that was already popular it meant they were ultimately able to promote and sell
their original compositions to the general public, which also increased their popularity as
performers. As a result, they obtained great financial profit from the sale and publishing of their
works. These paraphrases used themes not in their operatic order, but according to their
compatibility for variation, thematic development, and contrast.15
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As explained in the same article, Thalberg’s fee was somewhat close to $500 per concert,
in America, and it has been estimated that he had earned $160,000 from concertizing alone.16
The success was dictated by smart management and, mainly, his international reputation. By
comparison, Henri Herz earned $400 per concert, Anton Rubinstein $200, and Hans von Bülow
less than $125.17 Rubinstein later stated: “As the greatest composers were themselves virtuosi, .
. . they influenced the style of composition . . . and so one went hand in hand with the other, the
composer was influenced by the virtuosity, and this again by the composer.”18 Publications of
famous concert pieces proved extremely lucrative, especially in North America. America did not
recognize international copyright laws, and this banned European virtuosi from collecting on
advance sales of their music.19 However, while in North America, foreign artists could sell their
original works to American publishers and issue revised editions.
One of Thalberg’s many talents as a pianist was his capacity to expressively bring out the
melody over any intricate harmonic accompaniment. Due to the success of Italian opera in Paris,
composers forged an outstanding singing sound quality to their compositions. In the preface to
the Art du Chant appliqué au piano Op. 70, Thalberg also suggested that pianists should have
taken voice lessons. He stated:
A melody should be played without forcibly striking the keys but playing them closely
and nervously, pressing them with energy and vigor . . . When the melody is of a tender
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and graceful character, the notes should be kneaded, the keys being pressed as though
with a boneless hand and fingers of velvet.20
Thalberg succeeded in surmounting the intrinsic flaws of the instrument by combining the
singing line within an orchestral sonority. He entrusted the muscles of the upper arm to produce
the loudest dynamics and rejected the high-raised-fingers technique. He believed that “one
should possess in the fore-arm, the wrists and the fingers, as much flexibility as a singer
possesses in the voice.”21 The concept of arm-weight quickly became an important factor in
piano playing, facilitated by the many possibilities the Erard pianos provided. It ultimately
allowed pianists to produce a sensuous operatic pure tone.22
One innovation wrongly attributed to Thalberg was the three-hand technique, a skillful
way of placing the melody in the middle register of the piano, where it would have to be
performed with alternating thumbs. This effect created the illusion of a third hand joining the
performance. The three-hand technique was introduced in 1820 by Francesco Pollini—a former
student of Mozart—in his Trentadue Esercizi in forma di Toccata. Ann Griffiths states the
technique was allegedly inspired by the English harpist Elias Parish-Alvars. Alvars was
appointed first harp at the Wiener Staatsoper in 1836 and became fascinated with the most
celebrated Italian operas. He composed several operatic paraphrases for the harp after Vincenzo
Bellini’s La sonnambula and Gaetano Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor. Also, Alvars
composed a paraphrase on Rossini’s Moïse en Egypte, in 1838 and dedicated it to Thalberg.23
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The Swiss pianist introduced the technique to French audiences in his Fantaisie sur les motifs de
“Moïse en Egypte” de Rossini, Op. 33 in 1837, and he specifically requested his publisher to
introduce a third staff to notate the inner melody separately from the other accompaniments.24
Thalberg’s paraphrase on Moïse en Egypte was one of the most successful triumphs is his career.
He kept the piece in his concert repertoire throughout his artistic life due to the popularity it
obtained. The Conservatoire de Paris set the paraphrase as the trial piece of its piano
competition in 1839.25
Moïse en Egypte begins with an introduction and, then it moves into three separate
sections, with the first presenting originally composed material. In his paraphrases, Thalberg
regularly used a compositional technique based on a literal melodic quotation from the operatic
material. However, the deriving themes, constructed on a single melodic idea, borrowed only
minimal rhythmic elements of the original thematic material. Such themes served as the primary
thematic material meant to be exploited in larger development sections.26 Also, they were often
portrayed in a rhythmic augmentation and diminution, or—as in the case of the introduction of
the Moïse en Egypte—in a pattern of straightforward eighth notes.
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Example 3.1. Gioacchino Rossini, Moïse en Egypte, Act III. “Dal tuo stellate soglio,”
vocal score (Milan: Edizioni Ricordi 1875), 388. https://imslp.org. Accessed, August 16,
2019.
The introduction of the Moïse en Egypte paraphrase is a creative melodic diminution of
the Bel Canto Aria Dal tuo stellato soglio shown in example 3.1, which Thalberg experimented
with and developed in the main and final section. The original melody by Rossini is adjusted in
several patterns of rapid eighth notes (example 3.2) and camouflaged, by omitting the double
dotted original rhythmic figure, to deceive the listeners. Also, the obscured thematic material of
the introduction is repeated in small patterns of imitations to outline a tonic-dominant relation.
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Example 3.2. Sigismund Thalberg, Fantaisie sur les motifs de “Moïse en Egypte” de
Rossini, mm. 1-12. Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1875. https://imslp.org. Accessed,
August 16, 2019.
Thalberg often used melodic augmentation and diminution as a recurring technique in many of
his operatic paraphrases.27 The second section of the Moïse en Egypte features Rossini’s chorus
and quartet “La dolce aurora” from Act I. The third and final section of the paraphrase features
the prayer at the end of Act III, “Dal tuo stellate soglio.” In the Rossini’s score, following the
initial two phrases of the aria, the composer abruptly transposes the melody line from the key of
G minor to its relative major Bb. This is the moment in the plot when Moses is leading the
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slaves out of Egypt and he is parting the waters of the Red Sea. Such modulation creates a sense
of magical wonder to the listeners. In Thalberg’s paraphrase, this magical moment is achieved
by re-creating the entrance of the chorus in the second phrase and filling out the registers of the
piano with a full sound (Figure 3.3).28 In doing so, the composer is able to retain the bel canto
sound on the keyboard, as appears in measures 262 and 263.

Example 3.3. Sigismund Thalberg, Fantaisie sur les motifs de “Moïse en Egypte” de
Rossini, mm. 260-65. Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1875. https://imslp.org. Accessed,
August 17, 2019.
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Thalberg ends the paraphrase by enriching the melody line—first presented in single
notes and later in octaves—by the use of fast arpeggios throughout all of the registers of the
keyboard. The result is dramatic and orchestral. Following the premiere of his “Moïse en
Egypte” in 1837, Thalberg quickly rose to fame, and many pianists and critics became interested
in the three-hand technique. The critic John Sullivan Dwight published an article in his journal
stating:
By Jove! His thumbs are all fingers. Really, I thought Mason, Gottschalk, Strakosch and
those tall players did the piano well, but I am just as much in the fog as to what piano
perfection is, as when I first heard cousin Jane thump out “Home” as a waltz on our fortydollar concern. This man plays a few notes of the melody in the middle of the piano with
his right hand; at the same time his left, full of “muttering wrath,” crawls up and attacks
the melody, and then the right steals way up to high C, sees what’s to be seen, and then
softly tumbles back just in time to carry on the melody, while the left hand leaves for the
lower regions on an excursion for “diminished sevenths,” “flat ninths,” “curious tenths,”
and all them sort of things, and gets back in the region of middle C in time to relieve the
right hand of the melody, to cut up its pranks in the upper octaves. Really, I believe the
next great player who comes here will play a part at each end of the instrument, while he
plays an obbligato accompaniment inside on the wires! 29
In Moïse en Egypte —which remained his most celebrated work—Thalberg assigned new
responsibilities to the instrument, that of a singing violin, a pompous tenor, and the
overpowering force of the full orchestra.30 Also, the three-hand technique was not limited to
continuous virtuosic cycles of arpeggios. The passage of the paraphrase Moïse en Egypte shown
as figure 3.3 presents a greater musical challenge: the sustained melody, played in the alto
register, must be shaped in long phrases. Thalberg perfectly juxtaposes the original dotted
melody line, the pulsing bass note, and the broken chord accompaniment of the Aria Dal tuo
stellato soglio outlining the three-hand technique clearly. He was also an advocate for the use of
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the sustaining pedal, allowing the two hands to juggle the wide accompaniment. The use of the
sustained pedal, complemented by controlled dynamics, created an unusual spectrum of sounds
in his playing, which was unheard of until that time. In the preface to his Art du Chant, Thalberg
defined dynamics as “signs which are to a musical composition what light and shade are to a
picture.”31 According to Heine, Thalberg’s dynamics were never forceful.
Following the great success of the Moïse en Egypte, many virtuosi of the time—including
Herz, Kalbrenner, and Henselt—came out with different interpretation of the three-hand
technique.32 In 1839, Robert Schumann composed his Drei Romanzen Op. 28 in Leipzig. These
are easily accessible pieces, and very lyrical. In opposition to Thalberg, their lyricism is not
strictly vocal. The thicker texture brings to mind piano music from later in Schumann’s career.
In the second piece of Op. 28, Schumann used the three-hand technique ingeniously. As show in
example 3.4, the second Romanza opens with a melodious duet between the tenor and baritone
lines, written in the middle staff, accompanied by broken-arpeggio patterns played in the outer
lines.33 This is, perhaps, the clearest example of the three-hand technique in Schumann’s
pianistic output.
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Example 3.4. Robert Schumann, Drei Romanzen Op. 28, mm. 1-7. München: G. Henle
Verlag, 1839, revised in 1987.
In 1849, Franz Liszt published in Paris the Trois étude de Concert, S.144. In the third
etude, Un Sospiro, Liszt attempted a different elaboration of the three-hand technique (example
3.5). The accented melody line is perfectly divided in quarter notes between the two hands,
while the two arpeggiated accompaniment lines, treble and bass, work together to create an
undulatory effect.
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Example 3.5. Franz Liszt, Trois étude de Concert, S.144, “Un Sospiro,” mm. 56-63. Leipzig: Fr.
Kistner, n.d. [1849]. Plate 1653-55. https://imslp.org. Accessed, August 17, 2019.
The three-hand technique granted Thalberg fame and success, and many caricaturists of the time
often portrayed him with three or four hands. Due to the many stories related to the three-hand
technique, and the desire for the public to admire it in person, Thalberg became one the most
celebrated and respected musical personalities of his time.
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CHAPTER 4
THALBERG’S METHOD L’ART DU CHANT APPLIQUÉ AU PIANO OP. 70
L’Art du Chant appliqué au piano
L’Art du Chant appliqué au piano Op. 70 is a collection of piano transcriptions—from
works by Beethoven, Bellini, Gretry, Haydn, Mercadante, Meyerbeer, Mozart, Pergolesi,
Rossini, Schubert, Stradella, and Weber—with the intent to help young pianists achieve a softer
touch and harmonious sounds at the piano.1 In his Storia del Pianoforte, pianist and writer Piero
Rattalino states that L’Art du Chant contains twenty-four pieces, divided into four publications.
It includes operatic and art-song paraphrases, Dafydd y garrey wen (billed as an ancient “Aria dei
Bardi”), and Fenesta Vascia, a classical Neapolitan popular song.2 According to Daniela
Macchione, the original publication of L’Art du Chant, published by Heugel in Paris in 1853,
contains only twelve transcriptions. However, a second Heugel publication appeared in 1862
containing twelve new transcriptions.
The simple elaboration of famous melodies here does not offer particular interest with
regard to compositional technique, never reaching the great level of sophistication and
complexity of Thalberg’s Fantasies. What makes L’Art du Chant interesting is the introduction
the composer wrote at the beginning of the work. In the preface to L’Art du Chant, Thalberg
outlined twelve general rules instructing pedagogues and young pianists on how to “sing” at the
piano. Thalberg thus sets out his intentions for his music by offering a direct document about his
pianistic art. He stated:
The art of singing well, said a famous woman, can be applied to any musical instrument.
As a matter of fact, it is not necessary to sacrifice the different mechanisms of each
1
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instrument to highlight the melody line. It is up to the interpreter to bend the mechanism
to the demands of art. The piano cannot reproduce long and sustained sounds and,
rationally speaking, the fine art of singing. However, it is possible to overcome the
imperfection of the instrument with dexterity and art, obtaining not only the illusion of
sustained and prolonged sounds but also of swelling tones. Feeling makes artists
ingenious, and the need to express what we feel can create the means that escape such
mechanisms. It is with this purpose that we have chosen these transcriptions from among
the most singable operatic works of the various great masters, ancient and modern. We
have adopted a simple form, one that suits pure transcription, so that it can be understood
and followed conveniently by talented young pianists. What will predominate in our
transcriptions is the singing part, the melody, to which we have paid special attention. As
a great writer said, it is not the harmony but the melody that crosses triumphantly through
the centuries.3
The art of singing Thalberg refers to is, ultimately, the need for the pianist to adapt to the
mechanisms of the instrument. It is not about imitating singing technique, but about creating the
illusion of it, by seeking different shades of sound unique to the piano through the use of subtle
dynamics. The purpose of L’Art du Chant is clear: to increase the expressive potential of the
piano drawing inspiration from the human voice. A deeper understanding of how to lead the
pianist effectively is required, letting the idea of singing suggest the emotions. A second
ambition of L’Art du Chant is to help pianists understand the many possibilities, technical and
emotional, of the instrument and how to create the illusion of elongating and sustaining sounds.
Following the above introduction, Thalberg explains how to obtain a beautiful and rich
sound, dwelling on the muscle attitude to be taken. He writes “one of the first essentials in
obtaining beautiful sonority and variety of tone is a complete freedom from rigidity. It is
therefore an indispensable requisite to have the forearm, wrist, and fingers as supple and well
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under control as a skillful singer must have in the vocal apparatus.” This first rule does not
clarify the way a pianist is to achieve different sound inflections. However, by analyzing some
of the most demanding compositions of Thalberg we can deduce that the wrist must be free of
rigidity and flexible, even in challenging mechanical passages such as fast octaves, repeated
notes, and tremolos as in the transcription of Il mio tesoro intanto, from Mozart’s Don Giovanni.
(Example 4.1).

Example 4.1. Il mio tesoro intanto, mm. 88-89, accessed, L’Art du Chant appliqué au
Piano Op. 70 (Boston: Oliver Ditson), accessed August 30, 2019. https://imslp.org4
Muscle contraction and stiffness of the shoulders prevent a sensitive contact with the keyboard,
producing a mechanical sound and limiting the production of expressive sounds. The risk is of
hardening the melody during expressive and melodious moments.5

4
5

All score examples from Ditson edition cited above unless otherwise noted.
Macchione, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 88.
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The second rule of L’Art du Chant states:
Broad, lofty, dramatic songs must be sung with full voice; much, therefore, is to be
demanded from the instrument from which the greatest volume of tone must be drawn,
though never by roughly striking the keys, rather by pressing them with firmness,
decision, and warmth. For simple, tender, and graceful melodies the keys should be sort
of kneaded rather than struck as though with a boneless hand and fingers of velvet.
Prevailing in Thalberg’s transcriptions is the melody. Its dominance is also insured visually by
means of graphical typography, which enables the performer to enhance what needs to be heard.
Underneath the title of each transcription Thalberg specifies that the melody is outlined with
thicker notes while the other notes, pertaining to the accompaniment, are much thinner.
According to the third rule,
The melody should stand out clearly and distinctly above the accompaniment as a
beautiful human voice above a gentle orchestral accompaniment. Hoping not to leave
young pianists in doubt, we have written the melody of our transcriptions … with bigger
notes of those in the accompaniment. Dynamic markings such as piano or pianissimo,
placed next to the melody, are to be understood as relative, and must never affect in any
way the predominance of the melody line.
In two transcriptions of L’Art du Chant—the Lacrymosa and Lo, The Star of Eve is
Glancing—Thalberg isolates the melody line on a third staff. This style of notation was used for
the first time by Francesco Pollini in the Trentadue Esercizi in forma di Toccata, Op. 42
published in 1820. In the dedication to Giacomo Meyerbeer, Pollini stressed the importance of
“[emphasizing] the melodic line, with great expression of touch, over the accompaniment.”6
However, while Pollini wrote the melody line on a third staff above the accompaniment,
Thalberg contextualized the melody line, adding the third staff within the original vocal
registers.7 (Example 4.2). Unlike the other transcriptions, where Thalberg writes “Orchestra”
6

Cited in Luigi Alberto Villanis, L’Arte del pianoforte in Italia: Da Clementi a Sgambati (Bologna: Forni
editore, 1969), 142-143. Also available in the preface of Trentadue Esercizi in Forma di Toccata, Op. 42 (Milan:
Ricordi, n.d. [1820]. Plate T.677 B. https://imslp.org.
7

Macchione, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 90.
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above thematic reductions of orchestral melodic fragments, in Lo, The Star of Eve is Glancing
the composer clearly indicates the instruments transcribed from the orchestral score.

Figure 4.2. Lo, The Star of Eve is Glancing, mm. 14-20, accessed, August 30, 2019.
The detailed placement of the horns in the middle and the flutes in the higher register clearly
indicates the importance of aiming at the correct timbres and clever alternating sound effects by
the composer—no doubt with touch and articulation, as shown in the flute part.
In the fourth rule, Thalberg described the importance of the hands: “the left hand should
always be subordinate to the right, when the latter sings…. However, it should be possible to
lighten the bass notes or the accompaniments, allowing notes of the harmony to be heard
individually.” The subordinate role of the left hand is a recurring element throughout Thalberg’s
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entire pianistic output. The right hand is predominant over the left, unless the melody line is
alternating between the two hands, in the case of the three-hand technique.8
In the fifth and sixth rules of L’Art du Chant, Thalberg then shares some personal advice,
hoping to correct bad habits typical of performances in the nineteenth century.9
It will be essential to avoid that ridiculous and tasteless manner of delaying the attack of
the notes of melodic line to long after those of the accompaniment. It creates continuous
effects of endless syncopations. Only in a slow melody, written with long and sustained
notes, it is of good effect, to justify delaying the entrance of the melody after the bass, if
done it imperceptibly.
A major recommendation that we cannot pass on to silence, because on the piano
[failing to do this] is one of the causes of dryness and meagerness in the singing, is to
respect the length of each note (in default of indications to the contrary), and to assign
them their true and absolute value. The use of connecting fingering is a constant need
while playing multiple parts. A slow and conscientious study of fugues is the best
recommendation to young pianists, as it proves to be the best and most accurate method
of learning to play all the parts well.
The important advice listed above and passed down by many of Thalberg’s pupils confirms his
status as a phenomenal pedagogue. He did not focus solely on mechanical and muscle-related
problems but paid close attention to expressive markings, and to the use of the pedals.10
In the seventh rule,
Another observation to make is that, generally speaking, young artists only apply
themselves to the performance of the written note themselves, and neglect signs of
expressions that are set to complete the intention of a composer; markings that are of vital
essence to a musical composition, just like chiaroscuro in a painting. If those marking
are to be omitted there will not be contrasts nor special sound effects, just as the eye and
the ear immediately get tired of the same color or with lack of variety.
In our transcriptions, we have carefully indicated fingerings and accent marks and
we beg young artists to strictly observe these if they wish to give their playing a great
deal of variety, colors, effects, and contrasts. Each note marked with the symbol ^, should
be struck more vigorously the longer it is, especially during slow melodies. The notes

8

Ibid.

9

Ibid., 91.

10

Ibid.
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marked with
or
will not be played legato nor detached, but portato, as in the
nature of the human voice, the first a tiny bit heavier than the second.
The eight rule of L’Art du Chant appliqué au Piano refers to the use of the pedals.
Throughout his transcriptions of L’Art du Chant, Thalberg uses the damper and una-corda
pedals, sometimes even simultaneously. Carl Czerny, who was invited to compose one variation
on Hexaméron together with Thalberg, Herz, Pixis, and Chopin, stated that “Thaberg plays with
great level of sophistication; he never kneads the sounds, and he is capable of newer sound
effects never heard before.”11 Thalberg wrote:
The use of both pedals (separately, or together) is indispensable to amplify the
performance, bond closely related harmonies, and produce, through their judicious use,
the illusion of sustained and swelling sounds; often for these particular effects, they
should be used only after the attack of long notes of song; but it would be difficult for us
here to specify the general cases, since they are rather in favor of sentiment and
sensations than of the fixed which we will formulate in our method. In the use of the
pedals, which play so important a part in the execution, we must, therefore, take the
utmost care never to mix the dissimilar harmonies, and to produce annoying dissonances.
There are artists who make pedals such an abuse, or rather employ them with so little
logic, that with them the sense of hearing is perverted and that we have lost the
consciousness of a pure harmony. We have indicated the use of the great pedal always
below the bass, and that of the little one (una corda), between the two gates, by marking
by points the moment when we must leave it.
The transcriptions should be performed according to the metronome indications,
except the ritardando and the accelerando, to enhance the true character of the
composition.
In the ninth rule, Thalberg then provided more advice pertaining to performing
techniques that is still valid to this day:
In general, pianists play too fast, and think they have accomplished a great deal when
they have achieved finger agility. Playing too fast is a capital offense. The execution of
a simple three or four-voiced fugue, in a correct manner and moderate tempo, requires

11
Hexaméron refers to a biblical treatise that describes God’s sixth day of creation, and it is a collaborative
composition for piano featuring six variations on “March of the Puritans” from Vincenzo Bellini’s Opera I puritani.
The original idea was introduced by Princess Cristina Belgiojoso and supported by Franz Liszt, who invited six
pianists-composers, including Chopin, Czerny, Herz, Pixis, and Thalberg, to each write a variation. Refer to Alan
Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 239-41.
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and proves more talent than the performance of the most brilliant and rapid piano
composition. It is far more difficult than one can well imagine to avoid hurrying.
As documented by Vincenzo Vitale in his Il Pianoforte a Napoli nell’Ottocento, Thalberg
showcased an aristocratic elegance in his body motions; an imperceptible grimace of the lips
towards the side of his mouth proved to be the most outrageous movement during his
performances.12 Thalberg addresses this point in the tenth rule.
The young player is urgently recommended to exercise great sobriety in the movements
of the body, and great tranquility in hand and arm motion; never to begin the attack at too
great a distance from the keys; to listen carefully to one’s own playing; to be strict with
one’s self. In general, a player works too much with the fingers and too little with the
mind.
In the final statement of the preface Thalberg writes “to those occupying
themselves seriously with the pianoforte we can give no better advice than to learn, study and
thoroughly test the beautiful art of singing. We will add that we ourselves studied singing during
five years under the direction of one of the most celebrated teachers of the Italian School.”
Transcriptions
The transcriptions of L’Art du Chant appliqué au piano Op. 70 are respectful of the
original pieces. Thalberg follows the exact formal design of each aria, chorus, ballad, or lied he
transcribes. The compositional technique is effortless, and it follows the crucial points described
in the preface: the melody line proceeds as the composer conceived it while the accompaniment
incorporates the most predominant orchestral parts. The pianistic writing is undoubtedly
personal, except perhaps for the lieder for voice and piano, where the singing line flows between
the two hands, or is played by the outer fingers, as the remaining play the accompaniment.
Another personal touch peculiar to Thalberg’s pianistic writing is the transposition of the melody

12

Vitale, Il Pianoforte a Napoli nell’Ottocento, 28.
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line into a lower register of the piano when its character requires a warmer sound quality, while
moving the accompaniment in the higher register as seen in Example 4.3b.13
The simplicity of L’Art du Chant can be considered its most valuable characteristic.
Small variations, often restricted to the rhythm, remain respectful of the original material, as in
the case of the transcription of the lied Adelaide by Beethoven shown in example 4.3a.14

Example 4.3a. Ludwig van Beethoven, Adelaide Op. 46, mm. 12-21 (Leipzig: Breitkopf
und Härtel, n.d. [1863]), https://imslp.org. Accessed, September 4, 2019.

13

Macchione, “Sigismund Thalberg,” 102.

14

Ibid., 96-97.
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Example 4.3b. Sigismund Thalberg, L’Art du Chant appliqué au piano Op. 70,
“Adelaide,” mm. 10-19 (Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, reprint, Stuttgart: 1889),
https://imslp.org. Accessed, September 4, 2019.
Interestingly, Thalberg utilizes rolled chords at strategic moments in Adelaide and for
dramatic effects. These often appear when harmonic cadences are enhanced by appoggiaturas,
as shown in example 4.3b (measure 12 and 13), or suspensions, made more expressive by the
oscillated effect of the triplet accompaniment shifted between different registers. Rolled chords
are also utilized to amplify significant and sudden dynamic indications (measure 32 and 33), or
during a modulatory shift to Neapolitan chords (measure 47). In the transcription of Adelaide,
the damper pedal and una corda, not original in Beethoven, are strategically placed alongside
tempo indications, to refine the contour of long melodies. The melody line is transposed in the
middle register of the piano several times. Thalberg favored this compositional technique which
allowed the composer to experiment with a greater variety of sound possibilities. A vocalist can
intentionally vary the timbre of a melody with the help of the dynamics, but the pianist’s options
are limited.15

15

Ibid., 102.

41

Example 4.4a. Ludwig van Beethoven, Adelaide Op. 46, mm. 1-14 (Leipzig: Breitkopf
und Härtel, n.d. [1863], plate B.216), https://imslp.org. Accessed, September 8, 2019.
Hence, moving around the melody line and the accompaniment through different ranges
can result quite an effective variation. The accompaniment is slightly altered harmonically in the
transcription, depicting chordal inversions and a duet-like figure between the right and left hand
as shown in example 4.4b. Also, it is important to point out an alteration of the accompaniment
figure in measure 8 and 10 where Thalberg adds an eighth rest in place of an F on the second
beat of measure 8 and fills in a B flat in place of a rest in measure 10. (Example 4.4a). The
ornaments are always written out in the transcription, as in the case of the turn in measure 4 or
the grace note in measure 19, leaving very little room for interpretation.
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Example 4.4b. Adelaide, mm.1-7, accessed, September 8, 2019.
The transcription of Adelaide features several other rhythmic and sound effects. First, the
two hands often play asymmetrical subdivisions of the beat between melody and
accompaniment, and constant two against three patterns. Second, the portato and marcato
sounds, clearly described by Thalberg in the seventh rule of L’Art du Chant, are portrayed in the
first and slower section, between measure 40 and 53, but changed to a small degree from the
original score. (Example 4.5a and 4.5b).
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Example 4.5a. Ludwig van Beethoven, Adelaide Op. 46, mm. 44-52 (Leipzig: Breitkopf
und Härtel, n.d. [1863], plate B.216), https://imslp.org. Accessed, September 8, 2019.

Example 4.5b. Adelaide, mm.46-52, accessed, September 8, 2019.
44

Several transcriptions require excellent performing skills but, generally, never reach the
demanding technical level of the operatic paraphrases nor the sophisticated musical traits of the
fantasies. In L’Art du Chant, the ultimate purpose for a performer is to focus on the melody line
and embellish it, following Thalberg’s specific requirements, even in the most intricate
ornamentations. The right hand often performs the melody line alongside fragments of the
accompaniment. This technique requires a balanced configuration of different timbres and a
distinct finger dexterity, as shown in example 4.6.16 It is indeed challenging to enhance the
melody line in a soft adagio, where each sound requires the most careful attention. Unusually,
Thalberg adds a specific fingering pattern in measures 23 and 24 outlining a finger substitution
meant to enhance a smooth and connected phrasing of the melody line.

Example 4.6. Tre Giorni, Air de Pergolesi, mm. 18-25, accessed, September 5, 2019.

16

Ibid., 98.
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Interestingly, at the beginning of each transcription Thalberg specifically requires the
melody line to be “sostenuto” and “marcato” while, as stated in the second rule of the preface,
the accompaniment should be “leggero” or “dolcissimo.” The transcription based on the
“Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini” is, in a sense, a literal pianistic reduction of Bellini’s quartet.
The four voices intertwine accordingly to the original texture: The soprano line is set in a high
register to perform broad and full-voice sounds, the tenor in the middle, and the two bass lines in
the lower registers. The pedal indication provided by Thalberg in measure 14 requires special
attention. The dynamic of this climatic authentic cadence is marked fortissimo and followed by a
small and sudden diminuendo as shown in example 4.7. Unusual about this measure is the use of
the una corda, which is generally applied for the enhancement of the softest dynamics.
However, Thalberg maintains a loud dynamic throughout measure 14 and the beginning of
measure 15, when the una corda is released. It is almost as Thalberg is trying to mimic a
muffled sound effect with the intent to increase dynamic instability.
There is another excellent example of this unique sound effect in piano literature, and it is
found at the beginning of the second movement of the Piano Concerto N.1 in E b Major by Franz
Liszt. After a soft and expressive orchestral introduction, the piano performs a solo starting
softly in measure 9 and with una corda. Throughout the following 24 measures, the dynamic
increases gradually, cleverly marked by Liszt as poco a poco più appassionato and più
crescendo ed appassionato, to a fortissimo while the una corda indication is still in place. Una
corda is then lifted at the beginning of the next section when the dynamic is pesante, and the
pedal mark is tre corde.
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Example 4.7. Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini, mm. 10-18, accessed, September 5, 2019.
In the transcription “Tre Giorni, Air de Pergolesi,” Thalberg introduces a few interesting
variations, in opposition to the original aria by Pergolesi. The original key is G minor;
Thalberg’s piano version is transposed to the key of F minor. Also, before the exposition of the
melody line, Thalberg provides an introduction based on thematic material (example 4.8).
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Example 4.8. Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini, mm. 1-7, accessed, September 5, 2019.

Example 4.9. Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini, mm. 18-29, accessed, September 5, 2019.
The original melody is introduced in measure 18, marked cantabile and varied by the use of the
una corda pedal (example 4.9). The most relevant variation takes place in measure 49 but never
changing the original thematic structure. The melody is presented a second time in measure 54,
embellished with small ornamentations, such as chromatic scales and broken arpeggios, helping
the flow of the melody line, as shown in example 4.10.
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Example 4.10. Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini, mm. 52-58, accessed, September 5,
2019.
The fourth transcription is one of the simplest of the entire collection. It is based on
Pietà, Signore, an Aria da Chiesa by Stradella. In the introduction Thalberg defines the melody
“sweet, penetrating, and capable of drawing the spirit into deep meditation despite its
simplicity.”17 The accompaniment is constructed using mainly octaves and chords in eight-note
patterns (example 4.11).

17

Vitale, Il Pianoforte a Napoli nell’Ottocento, 28.
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Example 4.11. Pietà, Signore, mm. 12-23, accessed, September 8, 2019.
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Lacrymosa is the first of three transcriptions Thalberg
dedicated to the Austrian composer. It portrays the use of a third staff, as previously discussed at
the beginning of this chapter. The four-part melody line is transcribed in the middle staff in a
continuous juggling act of balancing and alternating movements between the two hands. The
outer staves portray, instead, the straightforward chromatic accompaniment of the violins on the
top, and the conventional harmonic progressions played by the celli, double basses, and the
organ at the bottom. The transcription of the Lacrymosa can be considered the best example of
the three-hand technique in L’Art du Chant, and perhaps one of Thalberg’s most clever
throughout his entire pianistic output (example 4.12).

50

Example 4.12. Lacrymosa, mm.1-4, accessed, September 8, 2019.
The second of the Mozart transcriptions is the operatic duet “Che soave zeffiretto” from Le
Nozze di Figaro, which will not be discussed, and the last one is Don Ottavio’s Aria Il mio
Tesoro intanto, from Don Giovanni, Act II. In “Il mio Tesoro intanto” the melody line is, yet
again, placed in the middle range, reflecting the original texture by Mozart, and it alternates
between the two hands. (Example 4.13).
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Example 4.13. Il mio Tesoro intanto, mm.7-13, accessed, September 8, 2019.
The transcription of the Aria “Perchè mi guardi e piangi,” from Giaocchino Rossini’s opera
Zelmira, brings attention to a virtuosic way of alternating the melody line as the two hands
continuously cross over (example 4.14). The hands cross over one another frantically and
shifting between ranges.18 The transcription of Perchè mi guardi ends with a quick tremolo, an
effect Thalberg utilized already in the Quatuor de I Puritani de Bellini in L’Art du Chant, as well
as earlier compositions such as the fantasy on Moïse en Egypte and the Souvenirs de Beethoven
Op. 39.

18
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Example 4.14. Perchè mi guardi e piangi, mm. 21-24, accessed, September 8, 2019.
The remaining transcriptions in L’Art du Chant—especially Bella adorata incognita by
Saverio Mercadante, the duet Come, Be Gay, Let’s Banish Sorrow from Carl Maria von Weber’s
Der Freischütz, and Bellini’s “Casta diva”—do not present relevant new features. In those
pieces, the melody line is mainly presented in the middle range and, in some occasions,
transcribed to the bass. Variations remain contained within embellished arpeggios.19 However,
in the transcription of Schubert’s Lied Der Müller und der Bach the melody line is placed in the
higher register and played by the fourth and fifth finger of the right hand. It is important to note
that this transcription depicts the original piano accompaniment of Schubert’s Der Müller und
der Bach, from his Die schöne Müllerin (example 4.15).

19

Ibid., 106-108.
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Figure 4.15. Le Meunier et le Torrent, mm. 1-11, accessed, September 8, 2019.
The Aria “Del silenzio, fra l’orror” from Giacomo Meyerbeer’s Opera Il Crociato is noticeably
the most demanding transcription by Thalberg in L’Art du Chant. It features all the technical
elements displayed in his early and most successful operatic paraphrases: fast arpeggios, trills
executed with the fourth and fifth fingers of the right hand—as the remaining three fingers play
the melody line—repeated octaves and full chords alternating between the notes of the melody
line, as shown in examples 4.16, 4.17, and 4.18.
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Figure 4.16. Del silenzio, fra l’orror, mm. 24-32, accessed, September 8, 2019.

Figure 4.17. Del silenzio, fra l’orror, mm. 53-54, accessed, September 8, 2019.
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Figure 4.18. Del silenzio, fra l’orror, mm. 76-87, accessed, September 8, 2019.
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CHAPTER 5
THE VINCENZO VITALE PIANO SCHOOL
Technical Principles
The city of Naples was the center of piano playing in Italy, and the technical principles of
its school were exported to Russia by Beniamino Cesi, then to Argentina by Vincenzo
Scaramuzza, and last to the United States by Vincenzo Vitale. Vitale was born in Naples in
1908, and he became a prolific writer, a historian, and a music promoter. Vitale began teaching
piano in the early 1930s and he rose to fame as one of the most respected piano teachers in Italy
in the middle of the twentieth century.
Naples was the center of his musical education where Vitale studied under the guidance
of pianist and musicologist Attilio Brugnoli. Brugnoli was a pupil of Florestano Rossomandi at
the Conservatorio San Pietro a Majella, from where he graduated in 1901. In 1905, Brugnoli
entered the Anton Rubinstein international competition for pianists and composers, held in Paris,
and won the first prize ahead of Hungarian composer Béla Bartók. In Paris, Brugnoli befriended
several rising musicians, including Alfred Cortot, who was conducting the Parisian premiere of
Richard Wagner’s Götterdämmerung. Following his initial studies with Brugnoli, Vitale was
sent to the École Normale de Musique in Paris, where he became a pupil of Cortot and graduated
in 1932. Living in the French capital allowed Vitale to gain interest towards other subjects, such
as literature and psychology.
His pianistic repertoire included works of the great classics, from Bach to his beloved
Giuseppe Martucci. Martucci was a pupil of Beniamino Cesi at the Conservatorio San Pietro a
Majella, where he subsequentially studied composition with Paolo Serrao. Throughout his career
as a composer, Martucci focused on chamber music, mostly with piano, and song cycles.
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Furthermore, Vitale concentrated on music from the end of the nineteenth century and the first
part of the twentieth. He was fond of the music of Paul Hindemith, who invited Vitale to
premiere several of his piano compositions. Vitale often performed the music of Béla Bartók,
Ferruccio Busoni, Max Reger, Richard Strauss, and Alfredo Casella.
In the early stages of his teaching career, Vitale was demanding and severe with his
pupils. Pianist Michele Campanella—one of Vitale’s most accomplished students—stated that,
at times, his anger exploded to the point of leaving his classroom amidst shouting and the
throwing of books. Campanella also concluded that sloppiness and negligence are the mortal
enemies of pianistic execution and that the element of fear experienced during piano lessons with
Vitale taught pupils respect for the fundamental role of craftmanship on the way to great
performances.1 This technical precision, jealously admired by many piano pedagogues in
Naples, was seen as an obstacle by Vitale’s rivals, who could never match him technically, to
achieving a high artistic level.
Vitale was a broad-minded person and he did not spend all of his resources in his
profession. He felt compassion towards his fellow Neapolitans, and every day he would leave
the Conservatory with his pupils to admire the landmarks of the city center and its people. Vitale
did not limit his studies to keyboard literature alone, but drew inspiration from famous
conductors and singers, expanding his education towards the symphonic and operatic repertoires.
Unusually, he taught many of his private pupils free of charge, and he had a unique relationship

1

Michele Campanella, “Remembering Vincenzo Vitale: An Honest Relationship with the Keyboard,”
michelecampanella.it, accessed, September 29,2019, Scritti sulla Musica http://www.michelecampanella.it/it/scrittisulla-musica.html.
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with money. Speaking about money often put him in an irritable state of mind, and this behavior
was unsettling in the eyes of his colleagues.2
The Vitale piano school formed spontaneously through the enthusiasm of students and
colleagues, but it was never institutionalized. Vitale concluded that a personal and close
apprenticeship between a teacher and his pupils would be far more productive than any written
directions. He was an advocate of addressing the needs of each individual, and his teachings are
passed on orally to future generations of young pianists by his pupils through a comprehensive
system of technical training. The main objective of the school was to address technical problems
at the piano. Viviana Ferrari states that, according to Vitale, such problems are the linking
element to the production of the best possible sound. Hence, his piano school remained a
pedagogical phenomenon that took place mainly in conservatories, musical academies, and
summer schools all over the world. Vitale never published his method of teaching, and, as a
consequence, there is minimal information and literature regarding his school. Therefore, his
almost hundred-year-old legacy is in danger of being distorted or even becoming extinct.3
Vitale’s piano school is considered by many pedagogues and music critics to be the best
expression of the Neapolitan piano school fathered by Thalberg.4 The methodology of Vitale is
based on two main principles: that technique and interpretation cannot be separated; and that
piano playing is manifested through the combination of two different techniques.5 These

2

Ibid.

3

Viviana Nicoleta Ferrari, “The Vincenzo Vitale Piano School: Famous School But Little Known,”
Proceedings of the International Symposium on Performance Science 2009, https://performancescience.org/wpcontent/uploads/2018/08/isps2009_proceedings.pdf, accessed, September 30, 2019 (Utrecht: Association
Européenne des Conservatoires, Académies de Musique et Musikhochschulen, 2009), 273-74.
4

Ibid., 274.
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techniques originated from two opposing technical approaches, sustaining of the weight of the
forearm, and the use of a percussive action. Vitale discovered his pedagogical system of training
through intuition and experimentation. Such a teaching system was intended as a learning device
meant to be applied from an elementary stage and through the highest level of performance. His
teachings are a direct continuation of the finger school of Clementi and Thalberg and the weight
school of Liszt and Steinhausen.6
The weight principle was discussed thoroughly by Brugnoli, in a treatise of 1926 entitled
La Dinamica Pianistica, Trattato sull’insegnamento Razionale del Pianoforte e sulla Motilità
Muscolare ne’ suoi Aspetti Psico-Fisiologici. Brugnoli’s writings highlighted the scientific
aspects related to the anatomy of the movements of the arm, the forearm, and the hand to the
fingers. He stated that the execution of melodic passages played with full and connecting sounds
is possible as the result of such scientific principles. The skills Brugnoli outlined proved to be
fundamental to the pedagogical method of Vincenzo Vitale. Also, such skills allowed for a
particular and distinctive sonority, often described by music critics as round, bright, and intense.7
According to Rattalino, Vitale understood the limits of La Dinamica Pianistica and considered
Brugnoli a chaotic writer. However, Vitale admired the pianistic sonority of his friend. On one
occasion, Brugnoli performed the Legends of Franz Liszt with an unusual sonority and Vitale
was captivated by its beauty, which he then tried to recreate.8
In Una Provocazione Musicale, Piero Rattalino defined the methodology of Vincenzo
Vitale as a modern realization of the virtuoso pianism introduced by Thalberg and perfected by
6

Piero Rattalino, Una Provocazione Culturale (Milan: Musica Viva, 1981), 28-31.
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Ferrari, “The Vincenzo Vitale Piano School,” 275.
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Accademia Musicale Napoletana, “La Scuola Pianistica Napoletana: Omaggio a Vincenzo Vitale”
YouTube file, 36:00-41:41, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XRF8p_VwwGg (accessed, September 26, 2019).
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Liszt. Vitale uses scales, arpeggios, double thirds, double sixths, and octaves, and their relation
to the physiology of the arm to generate specific sound qualities, or timbres. According to
Rattalino, the piano compositions of Clementi, Liszt, and Ravel support Vitale’s ideology of
virtuoso pianistic sonority through their application of weight and percussive techniques.9
Vitale gathered the essential qualities of sounds—suono cantabile and suono brillante—
from the concepts of cantar di grazia and cantar di petto which Thalberg had outlined in the
preface to L’Art du Chant appliqué au Piano Op. 70. The realization of these two different
typologies of sound is made possible through the amount of weight released on the keyboard by
the arm apparatus, including the hand, the forearm, and the shoulder. The cantabile sound can
be achieved by a significant amount of weight and pressure applied to the keys, while the
brillante requires a balanced suspension of the arm. Viviana Ferrari logically deduced two
principles based on this theory:
The more weight released on the keyboard, the more the finger must sustain the weight
which limits its percussiveness; and the more weight that is suspended (in other words,
the weight of the arm, forearm, and even hand is sustained by the appropriate muscles
that have this function), the more the finger has the right muscular/articular condition to
solve its percussive action on the keyboard.10
These two different techniques were a logical consequence of the two different
possibilities of the physiological action of the finger on the piano. According to Vitale, the
fingers can sustain the weight of the arm, allowing for the enhancement of cantabile passages
and expressive qualities of sounds, or they can generate a percussive action—commonly referred
to by Vitale as articulations—vital in the performance of fast passages. Artistic expression is
possible through the achievement of different sound qualities dictated by the flawless application
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of technical skills, appropriately attacking each note with the pertinent touch. In Vitale’s
methodology, the contrast between these two techniques serves as a framework for virtuosic
piano playing, combining accurate technique with beauty of sound. In his notes, “il Maestro” (as
his students often called him) wrote that “there is no separation between interpretation and
technique of execution.”11 The Greek terms techne and technicos stipulate the indissoluble
relationship between the art (techne) and the artist (technicos). Therefore, piano performance
necessitates a “continuous technical construct,” also known as the hybrid technique.12
The primary focus of his methodology was the proper positioning and use of the third
phalanx of the fingers.13 According to Vitale, the action of the third phalanx is the result of an
intricate muscular process that generates in the arm apparatus but that ultimately involves the
muscles of the neck and the upper and lower back. Hence, it becomes necessary for a young
pianist to understand the physiological mechanisms that initiate motor activities. He believed
that perfect posture and composure at the keyboard are fundamental requirements to performing
correctly, and his concept of how a pianist should sit at the instrument made him despise any
physical grimace during a performance.
Lacking such fundamental notions, especially the physiology of the upper arm, can cause
an inaccurate application of the technical skills and, ultimately, result in a misguided
interpretation. Vitale was much interested in the practicality of ideas rather than in their abstract
meaning. This point is evident in his technical statements concerning how weight and muscle
relaxation work together when he explains that all of the above cannot be treated individually in
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piano playing.14 Every pressure that on the key produces a flat and hard tone, which enhances
the percussive nature of the instrument. However, a cantabile is achieved when the muscles of
the forearm are as inactive as possible.
Following Vitale’s death in 1984, many of his pupils took it upon themselves to hand
down to posterity what they had learned from their teacher. However, these pupils were joined
by a cohort of other musicians who knew Vitale only for a short time and for various reasons
creating confusion to his heritage. In order to defend this heritage, the University Suor Orsola
Benincasa of Naples founded Il Centro Studi Vincenzo Vitale. The school is directed by Michele
Campanella, who is assisted by Massimo Bertucci, Laura De Fusco, and Carlo Bruno, who
served as the expert in chamber music until his death in 2017. These four teachers are some of
the most representative and well-known pupils of the Vitale piano school. The Center wishes to
position itself within the glorious and longstanding tradition of the Neapolitan Piano School of
Sigismund Thalberg and re-establish the connection to the older generation of pianists.15
The technical drills of the Vincenzo Vitale piano school are perhaps the most sought-after
and interesting elements. These drills are mainly used as preparatory warm-ups and consists of a
series of functional exercises that progress from the single note to the double-note mechanism.
Examples of single note mechanism consist of four-finger (example 5.1) and five-finger patterns
(example 5.2) played in ascending and descending motion, chromatic exercises, fast scales and
arpeggios in all of the twelve—major, minor, and diminished—keys, and trill exercises.
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Example 5.1. Four-finger warm-up exercises assigned to pupils by Massimo Bertucci.
Manuscript by Stefania Bertucci. Collection of the author.
According to the instructions shared by Vincenzo Vitale with his pupils, each drill has to be
performed at increasing speeds, and with different shades of dynamic ranging from the softest
pianissimo to the loudest fortissimo, to explore every single possibility of sound production.
Moreover, the five-finger exercises are set to be performed in parallel and contrary motion, as
well as convergent and divergent to maximize dexterity.
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Example 5.2. Five fingers warm-up exercises assigned to pupils by Massimo Bertucci.
Manuscript by Stefania Bertucci. Collection of the author.16
The double-note mechanism consists of a progressive set of preparatory exercises for
double notes (example 5.3) that is performed in all tonalities and outlining the major, minor, and

16
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diminished modes. The double-note mechanism also focuses on scales in double thirds, double
sixth, and octaves, as well as octave jumps, repeated notes, and held notes (example 5.4).

Example 5.3. Preparatory warm-up exercises for double note mechanism assigned to
pupils by Massimo Bertucci. Manuscript by Stefania Bertucci. Collection of the author.
Also, every drill of the double-note mechanism should be performed at an increasing level of
speed, at a different level of dynamic, and with a fixed set of accents dictated by rhythmic
patterns (example 5.3). Vitale did not compose these warm-up exercises. He collected them
from traditional piano pedagogy dating back to the teachings of Sigismund Thalberg and the
Neapolitan piano school.17

17

Ferrari, “The Vincenzo Vitale Piano School,” 277.

66

Example 5.4. Held note warm-up exercises assigned to pupils by Massimo Bertucci.
Manuscript by Stefania Bertucci. Collection of the author.
As shown in example 5.4, the held-note drills must be implemented by the combination
of the weight and percussive techniques to allow one, two, or three fingers to sustain the weight
over long notes while the other fingers act percussively on notes of shorter values.18 Vitale
educated his pupils to filter the emotions, as in the realization of a crescendo, and to express
them in the presence of relaxed muscles. In such an environment, the fingers face more
significant physical challenges in expressing such emotions. Vitale cultivated a vision that
encircled the figurative arts and literature, and he preferred art intended as contemplation and
harmony—an art that was ultimately the fusion between emotion and rationality.
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A secondary purpose of the Vitale school was to provide students with guidelines
concerning interpretational problems. Later in his life, Vincenzo Vitale declined any public
dispute regarding interpretation. According to Campanella, his skepticism on matters of
interpretation developed following a near-catastrophic performance by Maurice Ravel, during
which the French composer performed his Sonatina in F sharp minor, and for whom Vitale had
turned the pages.19 As a direct consequence of this reflection, on many occasions he ironically
stated that, perhaps, not even Beethoven was aware of the true interpretational meaning of his
late piano sonatas. Il Maestro sarcastically considered himself a “schoolteacher” rather than a
competitor rivaling many other “less musical” teachers in offering different interpretations of
music. He instead focused on elementary issues—the posture and how to use the muscles and
tendons—required to play the piano.20 Vitale believed that the development of pianistic
possibilities came to an end with the works of Maurice Ravel, whom he also considered to be the
last explorer of pianistic resources.
His teaching and his theories on muscle function became admired and applied all over
Europe. Vitale became a public personality, often referred to as healer of tendinitis. Michele
Campanella states that, towards the end of his life, many pianists knocked at his door to learn
about his technical method rather than interpretation. His ambition was to prove that any teacher
could guide pupils to play brilliantly and with dexterity, even when the student lacks natural
talent. He found great pleasure in addressing what seemed to be insurmountable technical
problems and solving them by providing small and quick suggestions.21

19

Campanella, “Remembering Vincenzo Vitale,” accessed September 29, 2019, michelecampanella.it.

20

Ibid.

21

Ibid.

68

The main field in which Vitale applied his method was the piano music of Franz Liszt.
According to Campanella, Vitale taught for decades that Liszt was a hyperrational composer and
is to be studied as such. He taught that Liszt’s pianism is none other than prodigious gestural
rationality, which may be reproduced by exploiting all the linguistic elements, and rhetorical
viewpoints, ascribed to the music.22 Consequently, Vitale’s pupils were able to perform pieces
that are commonly thought of as impossible and discouraging at first sight.
Campanella describes Vitale as a craftsman who drew his syntheses from daily
observation rather than a theoretician who applied his theorems to his pupils. Vitale’s extremely
acute sense of hearing helped him in spotting technical problems that had not been dealt with
seriously or were bragged about as being solved. Also, Vitale believed in the necessity of
developing a hypercritical use of one’s ear as the primary source for constant active
concentration and awareness in the global sense.
The Vincenzo Vitale piano school was, in a sense, officialized in 1981 after the release of
three sets of recordings performed by several of Vitale’s best pupils.23 The project was initiated
in 1974 with the recording of the first set, entitled La Scuola Pianistica di Vincenzo Vitale. The
second set was recorded six years later, in 1980, and entitled La Scuola Pianistica di Vincenzo
Vitale [2]. The third and final set was released in 1981, and it featured the complete one hundred
Etudes from Muzio Clementi’s Gradus ad Parnassum. Music critics defined the recordings as a
showcase of the sound production and the main traits of the Vincenzo Vitale piano school.24 The
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1981 recording was intended as a lesson on approaching technical and interpretative issues at the
piano while the 1974 and 1980 recordings served as an official introduction to the school.25
Many world-renowned pianists and conductors such as Arturo Benedetti Michelangeli,
Sergio Fiorentino, Aldo Ciccolini, Martha Argerich, Daniel Barenboim, Riccardo Muti, and
Claudio Abbado, have their roots in the piano school of Vincenzo Vitale. These are only very
few names of the illustrious Neapolitan Piano School, which enchanted the world of classical
music, producing many teachers and performers that still delight the listeners around the globe
today. Figure 5.5 is a table of the Neapolitan Piano School outlining the most remarkable
pedagogues and interpreters, ranging from Sigismund Thalberg to our time.

Figure 5.1. The Neapolitan Piano School. Historical re-creation by Massimo Fargnoli,
2013, accessed September 26, 2019. https://www.pianocitynapoli.it.
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CHAPTER 6
Conclusion
Towards the end of his life, Sigismund Thalberg focused much of his time teaching and
nurturing talented pianists in Naples. Probably the most acclaimed pupils of Thalberg were
Beniamino Cesi and Constantino Palumbo. In his teachings, Thalberg emphasized the study of
the great masters, which were mainly disregarded by the majority of piano professors in Italy at
the time. Luigi Albanesi, a celebrated piano teacher at the Royal Conservatory of Music San
Pietro a Majella and first teacher of Cesi, asked Thalberg to guide the young pianist with
dedicated care. Following an extended apprenticeship, and later joined by Palumbo, Cesi
absorbed the style and repertoire of Thalberg and began a successful performing career as a
pianist and teacher.1 Constantino Palumbo became a composer and, in 1873, a professor of
piano at San Pietro a Majella. Among Cesi’s pupils were Florestano Rossomandi, teacher of
Vincenzo Scaramuzza, and Attilio Brugnoli, who tutored and inspired Vincenzo Vitale in the
creation of his piano school.
Scaramuzza and Brugnoli competed for a teaching position at San Pietro a Majella in
1906 and, following a long deliberation, Brugnoli was appointed professor of piano. In 1907,
Scaramuzza fled to Argentina, to seek new performing opportunities, and obtained a teaching
position at a music academy in Buenos Aires. He performed regularly in South America, and
Europe until 1923, when he retired from the concert stage to dedicate his time entirely to an
already successful teaching career. Scaramuzza applied, and perfected, the method of Thalberg,
and many international pianists of the caliber of Martha Argerich, Bruno Leonardo Gelber, and
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Daniel Barenboim studied under his tutelage.2
In terms of technique, the Neapolitan Piano School offers an exceptional methodology of
phrasing presented in the introduction of Sigismund Thalberg’s L’Art du Chant appliqué au
Piano, Op. 70 and, subsequently, outlined in the teachings of Beniamino Cesi and Giuseppe
Martucci. Following in the footsteps of the Genevan pianist, Vincenzo Vitale became a
pedagogical genius at exposing the many technical-related instances responsible for mediocre
performances. According to conductor Riccardo Muti, the method has to be followed strictly to
avoid the amateurish drift that is so popular among contemporary musicians. Performers who
ingeniously trust their feelings, rather than apply the methodology, often disrespect the true
nature of a melody and, inevitably, disobey it.3
Vincenzo Vitale was a remarkable, gifted teacher capable of selecting talented young
pianists and develop them into star performers. Several of his pupils achieved international
recognition. The most acclaimed remain Michele Campanella, Bruno Canino, Carlo Bruno, and
Paolo Restani. Riccardo Muti has acknowledged the importance of Vincenzo Vitale’s role in his
musical upbringing on many occasions.4 By the end of his life, Vitale was an expressive writer.
His publications, alongside the pianistic method, depict the city of Naples as a crucial operatic
center, which also shared an illustrious pianistic tradition. The reason Thalberg’s legendary
reputation became obscured over the years is problematic. He was considered the founding
father of the Neapolitan Piano school, whose beginning is traditionally retraced to Muzio
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Clementi and John Field. His name is known to pianists of today, but his compositions are rarely
played. Writer Charles Suttoni suggested:
Thalberg operatic fantasies are the best examples of their genres, but his honor is a
dubious one; operatic fantasies not by Liszt are, in any case, very rarely performed today.
The key to Thalberg’s significance almost certainly lies, not in his compositions, but in
his contributions to piano technique. His innovations in the art of touch and tone, of
legato, cantabile playing are still felt today.5
This dissertation intends to generate interest in two of the most admired, and yet
forgotten, personalities in the world of piano music: Sigismund Thalberg and Vincenzo Vitale.
Those who fail to notice the contribution of such geniuses should bear in mind that several
associations and musical societies, promoting the name of Thalberg and Vitale, have been
founded in Italy and the United States. Francesco Nicolosi has initiated the Centro Studi
Internazionale Sigismund Thalberg in Naples and the Sigismund Thalberg International Piano
Competition in 1996. Daniel Hitchcock created the Sigismund Thalberg Society with the hope
of bringing recognition to the Swiss virtuoso. Lastly, Michele Campanella and Massimo
Bertucci founded the Centro Studi Vincenzo Vitale in 2008 with the intent to defend the heritage
of the Neapolitan Piano School and re-establish the glorious and longstanding pianistic traditions
of the city of Naples.
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